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The purpose of this study is to describe and analyze the experiences of train commuters in the Boston area, focusing on social organization. The study will examine what makes commuters feel safe or unsafe, comfort or discomfort, etc., and the strategies they devise to improve their levels of comfort and safety while using the commuter trains, through organization and management of people who use the train. 

Literature concerning management of social order on commuter trains is difficult to find. This body of literature increases somewhat when I include literature on social order among other forms of public transportation (Ayres & Nalebuff 2004, Fleetwood 2004, Gurin 1981, Henslin 1968, Hutchinson 2005, Lawrence, et. al. 2005, Paulos & Goodman 2004, Sheremata 1997). When framed in a larger sense, the experiences of people among strangers in social spaces are covered in other types of literature such as that about perception of fear and danger (Hale 1996, Jackson 2004, Weitzer & Kubrin 2004), perception of strangers (Kashdan & Wenzel 2005, Merry 1981, O’Neal et. al. 1979), and people’s senses of personal and public space and what is considered to be invasion of privacy (Hall 1966, Paulos & Goodman 2002, Rosenbloom 2006, Simmel 1908).

Commuter trains are an environment that is somewhat unknown, compared to a person’s home or workplace. Since trains are public spaces, the people on board have a limited ability to control this environment. Goffman points out that an availability of some choices can blind people to overall general limitations. I believe that it is in response to a perceived inability to control the whole environment that people on commuter trains attempt to control what they can. A critical element of this inability to control the space is that trains are often filled with others who are strangers. People are more afraid of strangers than of people they know; even when they have been victimized by someone they know (Ibarra 2003). Furthermore, strangers are unpredictable and possibly uncontrollable (Merry 1981). Given this background, I want to discover whether or not there is a sense of fear (or other negative feeling, such as discomfort) among people on commuter rail trains. If I find that people feel fear or discomfort, I would like to discover what types of things people do to manage it, why those things are helpful, and how people perceive those things. The following reviews are in alphabetical order by the primary author’s last name.


Altman’s book, Environment and Social Behavior: Privacy, Personal Space, Territory, Crowding, is about social environment and peoples’ behavior as a response to conditions of the environment such as crowding and noise. He focuses on peoples’ perceptions of privacy, territoriality, personal space and crowding in order to understand their assessments of their environment. His research indicates that there are short term and long term coping strategies for environments that are not nurturing, and that short term coping strategies may result in long term negative effects. A key interest of Altman’s is the patterns and cycles of using these strategies. In other words, he feels that they are more significant temporally than examined even in great detail at one given point in time. He cautions other researchers to be aware that what may be discovered in a one-time research project may mask important processes and render any one evaluation incomplete.


Altman points out something which appears to be a recurrent theme in my research: that people are generally unwilling to act to change their environments to make it better. He gives examples of seating arrangements designed by a janitor, but when the meeting or class is in session, people are more willing to twist around and look at people behind them than to suggest that the chairs be moved. Altman’s suggestion is that people need to be trained to manipulate their environment. This leads me to believe that strategies employed by uncomfortable train passengers will be most often internal, as in changing one’s perception in order to feel more at ease, or strategies will be behaviors of individuals that do not necessarily affect others, such as reading a newspaper to separate oneself from others.


Current Perspectives on Panic and Panic Disorder is not likely to be an important resource for my work. In this article, Antony et al. describe the differences between panic disorder and agoraphobia, which is the fear of having a panic attack. One of the results of having this fear is that a person will avoid situations that might be difficult or embarrassing to escape if a panic attack does occur. The article says that people with agoraphobia will avoid using public transportation. It may be good to consider what about public transportation makes it a less desirable place to have a panic attack than in one’s own car.

In Race, Tips and Economics, Ayres and Nalebuff examine what they believe to be racial discrimination in public transportation. By examining tips paid to taxi cab drivers, it was found that minorities in general tipped their drivers less often than whites. This led drivers to attempt to avoid picking up minority passengers. Additionally, they found that passengers, regardless of race, tended to tip minority drivers less. Again, this is not very relevant to my work, but it does indicate the presence of stereotypes based on outward appearance of people in the realm of public transportation.

In Barth’s lecture, An Anthropology of Knowledge, he presents the idea of studying groups’ knowledge, rather than their culture. He suggests that this shift in approach will encourage a different kind of group analysis. Barth says that knowledge provides people with materials for reflection and premises for action, whereas culture too readily comes to embrace those reflections and those actions. His focus, then, must be more on the shifting and evolving nature of what has been called the culture of a group. He describes knowledge by saying that there are three aspects of it that can be distinguished. These are that it consists of a core of assertions about aspects of the world; it must be communicated via some media; and that it must be distributed, communicated, employed and transmitted within social relations. These three aspects are interconnected and mutually determine each other, and their mutual determination takes place when a particular item of knowledge is cast in a particular medium and put into action by a particular actor. 

Barth’s main argument in Comparing Lives is that the construction of quality of life indicators is an attempt to create an objective and globally applicable set of qualifiers to address something that is subjective. These “indicators” of a quality life are suspect because: there is cultural variation in basic values, there are cultural differences in concepts of self and self-value, there is difference in social organization and different environments allow different methods of expression, they neglect social positioning (such as class, gender, age, etc.), and that they are “time discounting.” In other words, is the scale we are considering appropriate, considering the brief human life span? I think that Barth’s questions and suggestions are important when it comes to evaluating levels of fear and trust on commuter trains. It will be important for me to avoid framing my own inquiries in terms that are personally relevant. I will need to be open to learning what other people’s issues are when it comes to fear and trust, what others consider fear and trust to be, and whether or not they even consider these topics relevant in their daily commutes. 


Slow Ride on the Fast Mail, by Beardsley, is an opinion piece particularly interesting to me because it discusses Portland, Oregon’s recent expansion of their light rail system and compares western U.S. commuting ideals to those of the northeast. I recently visited Portland and noticed the expanding light rail system while I was there. Beardsley takes a quick look at a few news items that describe several cities’ expensive expansion of public transportation, and the fact that many Americans still choose to drive their cars. The facts of this article may need some updating, since it was written in 1993, and gas prices may have affected commuting habits of people. Common public transportation complaints again surface in this article, when people say they prefer their cars for reasons like the lack of unexplained mechanical failures, cleanliness, and relative quiet.

Birdwhistell’s book Kinesics and Context: Essays on Body Motion Communication was reviewed by Hunt, and seems as though it would be a good resource. I have not yet reviewed this book.


Boston’s Reign of Terror (1994) is a tongue-in-cheek article which describes Boston as Fear City, USA based on facts listed in a police pamphlet distributed in 1993. The pamphlet points out areas and activities with higher crime rates in the city, and suggests that to remain safe; tourists and residents should avoid them. Specifically the pamphlet lists that people should stay off the streets in the middle of the night, they shouldn’t walk to their destinations, and they shouldn’t use public transportation, which is apparently a risk – even during the day. Though the article is written in a mode of obvious exaggeration, I would like to get a copy of this pamphlet to examine it myself. The warnings must have been based on Boston statistics, so it would probably be a good idea to review these statistics as well. 


Browne highlights, in City to install bulletproof partitions in NYC livery cabs, a proposal by New York mayor Giuliani to have bulletproof partitions and surveillance cameras in the city’s taxis, following the deaths of two taxi drivers in two days. These deaths brought the total murders of taxi drivers by their passengers up to seven in only four months, and more than 250 murders in the past decade. As with the article on tipping cab drives, this article reminds me to consider the perspectives of commuter train employees as well as the passengers. Fears, stereotypes, and victimizations are occurring at several levels in the realm of public transportation.

Daniel’s website “Starts & Stops Blog” sponsored by The Boston Globe is a well-organized blog that offers local interest stories and news about the Boston area commuter rail trains. Links to the news stories behind his comments are provided. He provides passengers with the opportunity to comment on his stories, such as the recent derailing of a south line train which hit a flatbed truck stalled on the tracks. People who had been on the train when it happened were able to tell their stories. Daniel updates almost daily and, as a commuter himself, he is able to find topics relevant to commuters and train employees. This website has easy access to the past 8 months of entries, and could be a valuable resource for topics of relevance to people on trains in Boston.


Davis


In Dead-Eye Dick, Eastwood describes a frightening scene in which a fellow bus passenger became agitated upon recognizing a person waiting to board the bus at an upcoming stop. The young, black man began shouting incomprehensibly, gesticulating, and then pulled a gun out of his pocket and aimed it at the person on the street. The bus driver drove on, rather than make the scheduled stop, and the agitated passenger calmed down and returned the gun to his pocket. The author reports that the police did not seem to regard the incident with any particular interest when he called them later, and they told him that similar episodes happen frequently. Based on the experience and the police reaction, the author chooses not to use public transportation any more. This article is an actual example of victimization on public transportation (through witnessing something traumatic) causing increased fear and altered behavior in an individual. Being witness to, or involved in, a crime is often cited as a reason for people having an elevated sense of fear of future crimes. The author seems to address this point when he claims that in most US inner-city hospitals, ER staff are bussed between their cars and the building. I find this information intriguing, in that it would support theories that link awareness of crime to increased fear of crime. However, before using the information, I would want to find it verified in some other source.


In Order Without Law, Ellickson describes a community in Shasta County, CA who use a local form of community dispute resolution to resolve neighbor disputes – mostly arising due to the open-range nature of cattle ranching in that area. Though he discusses law, he shows that the community’s knowledge of the law is minimal, and that their dispute resolution is more effective without law. Furthermore, he shows that while the process used to resolve conflict is usually done differently than it would have been done according to legal rules, the results is often the same conclusion that the law would have come to, had it been given the time, money and attention necessary to reach a judicious verdict. Most compelling to me about this book is Ellickson’s idea that the economic and social benefits which arise from the way Shasta Country neighborhood disputes are handled is an example of game theory, a mathematical theory of economics describing non-cooperative mutual gain. This book is a sociological study, and ethnography, both grounded in the empirical data of fieldwork, and extensive research of applicable laws and the role of law in local dispute resolutions, all with the intent of showing economic advantages of such an arrangement.


Fleetwood’s great article examines presentation of self among young blacks in the city and especially on public transportation, in ‘Busing It’ in the City. Fleetwood did her fieldwork on busses and subway trains in San Francisco, paying close attention to the groups of youths who are stereotypical troublemakers, and also to the TURF program initiated by SF mayor Willie Brown in 1996. The TURF program trained young, male youths of colour (often deviants youths identified as “troubled”) to be the peacekeeping and authoritative force on city public transportation. Fleetwood’s observations of adults’ perceptions of minority youths, and of the youths themselves, are valuable in that she offers a fresh perspective. Fleetwood describes busses and trains as stage with a captive audience, and that youth are intentionally performing deviance to engage adults’ anxieties. The behavior was designed to elicit anxiety amongst older passengers who sat in front of the young people, and thus couldn’t see them without turning around – one behavior outside the norms of what is acceptable on public transportation. She also explains that the particular risks of public transportation include that while the vehicle is moving one cannot leave, passengers can’t choose their traveling companions, and that human touch is unavoidable during crowded times. She states, “because of its combination of intimacy and anonymity, riders are forced to bear witness to events and people outside of their control.” This article will be a good resource for me because Fleetwood has taken a close and careful look at social dynamics relevant to fear on public transportation – in an ethnographic essay.

"From Strip Clubs to Softball Fields, Americans are 'Together Alone' in Modern Communities." “Many people believe American public places are bereft of meaningful social relationships and reflect community decline,” said Morrill, professor and chair of the UCI Department of Sociology. “Our research challenges this view. Public spaces are not only places of passing strangers; they are also places where people can and do find real connections.  Some of these are fleeting, while others evolve into more enduring relationships.”

In Goffman’s book, Behavior in Public Places, he begins with the premise that everyone communicates whether they intend to give and to receive messages or not. What Goffman wants to look at while keeping this assumption in mind is what types of communication behaviors are approved and which are felt to be improper by those nearby. This quality of being nearby, he terms “copresence,” which means those who are close enough in space to exchange information about each other. This information exchange is done through words, but also significantly through different forms of body language.


This book was fascinating to me in its look at the lengths people will go to in order to collect data about people who are copresent, and the means by which they send messages of approval or disapproval of another’s conduct. Goffman states that “staring” is a means of social control (1963:89); something we all knew but I had not seen written down yet. He includes many notes like this, confirming what I feel I have experienced in public settings, but had not heard expressed so clearly and simply before. Goffman describes what he calls “involvement shields,” which I find to be a useful term in describing people’s use of newspapers, iPods, and cellphones in order to disengage from their present environment and send a “keep away” message to anyone copresent.


One disappointing aspect of Goffman’s book is that while he makes a solid case for the fact that the communications above exist, and social controls are powerful, he does not satisfactorily explain why. Why are certain behaviors appropriate? What function do they serve?  Near the middle of the book, he links these behaviors to individual safety, stating that civic order is a way for people to ensure their own safety. But he does not support this, nor explain how order specifically ensures or improves ones safety. I am keenly interested in the answer to this because I agree with Goffman’s claim about social order and its relation to safety, and it forms the core of what I am examining on commuter trains.


Erving Goffman also wrote Relations in Public, which promises to hold some key insights into social behavior on trains. I have not yet reviewed this book.


In “The Strength of Weak Ties: A Network Theory Revisited,” his fresh look at an earlier argument, Granovetter explains that weak ties are those in which people only loosely know each other, and strong ties include people who would be considered close friends. Granovetter’s argument is that since the social networks of people included in strong ties tend to overlap, the importance of weak ties is overlooked. Weak ties can unite two completely different close-knit social networks. In fact, without the weak tie, it would be unlikely that the two social networks would have any contact at all. Because of this, weak ties offer an individual wide-reaching access to the spread of information such as job opportunities and news outside the local community. “Weak ties provide people with access to information and resources beyond those available in their own social circle; but strong ties have greater motivation to be of assistance and are typically more easily available” (p. 209). Granovetter cites ethnographies of Stack (1974) and Lomnitz (1977) as coming to the nearly identical conclusion that poor people tend to rely on strong ties more heavily than others, and that the use of fictive kinship is both an effect and cause of further reciprocity.


Granovetter extrapolates this concept and applies it to the spread of cultural information, saying that cultural diffusion is only possible among small cohesive groups which remain somewhat open through their weak ties, in order to gain ideas from other groups. Therefore, if there is going to be any innovation among the strong central units, then it will have to come from the margins of the group. The word “margin” of course immediately makes me think of Simmel’s concept of the stranger, and makes me consider the value of a stranger as a conduit of innovative ideas that may have enough value to be passed further into the center of a group. Interestingly, this same idea came up with Lawrence, et. al. when they described a bus driver as a “hub” of information due to his ability to have many familiar stranger encounters with people (referring to Milgram’s term).


Gregory reviews a collection of essays called Together Alone: Personal Relationships in Public Places. She states that Americans put a premium on intimate relationships even while it appears that those relationships are not as common as one might expect them to be. She posits that Americans may get the emotional sustenance they need from people who are relative strangers they meet regularly in public places such as commuter trains and in the stands at ball games. These are called anchored relationships, which are relationships tied to a particular location. Another type of relationship is the fleeting relationship, in which people may be meeting for the first time and may never meet again, such as between a customer and a grocery store clerk, yet still interact with emotional dependency and intimacy. The book’s editors say that these types of relationships are becoming more important to Americans as they become more isolated from friends and family. The review is intriguing, but I plan now to find the book and read the essays to get more information from them.


The song Crying by Icelandic singer Bjork, contains the lyrics “I travel all around the city; go in and out of locomotives all alone. There’s no one here; and people everywhere.” I feel like these lyrics touch the heart of my interest in strangers on the train. People all around, yet the conundrum is that while people generally mean comfort and safety; on a train they are often only strangers and subject to suspicion. I will probably end up using and citing the song in some way.


Gurin wrote Women’s Future Travel, Driving, and Transit Use to address issues arising because of increasing numbers of women working and commuting. Published in 1981, this article is outdated in some respects, but does face important gender topics such as the ability of public transportation to meet the different needs of a traveling woman. For example, public transit may not be as valuable as a car to a woman who needs to make several stops to take care of errands, or may be working a different schedule than a stereotypical male worker, and will need to ride the train at times other than peak commute times – often when fewer trains are available. The author calls for greater awareness by governmental authority, and for more research, employment incentives, and increased public input within the transportation industry to help women with their public transportation needs. He also points out that because women’s schedules can be different than men’s, it means women have increased safety concerns when traveling in emptier trains at odd hours – especially at night and on weekends. 

Hale wrote the valuable Fear of Crime: A Review of the Literature. In it, Hale not only reviews the literature he found on fear of crime, but he categorizes and analyzes what he found, as well as gives alternative methods for measuring fear of crime and strategies for reducing fear. Most importantly, Hale identifies inadequacies of categorizing fear of crime. It is important to be specific about identifying what informants are afraid of, he says at the beginning. Too much literature examines fear but not what the fear is relative to. Much like Barth’s critique of addressing quality of life, Hale is critical of methods used to apply objective classification to something like fear, which is subjective. He mentions that concepts other than fear (like “perception of disorder” and “urban unease”) are often grouped together with it, and that the word “fear” itself is often not defined, nor is consideration given to the fact that different people may have a different definition of fear. One example he gives is that some studies have identified that women have a greater fear of being victimized than men, based on interviews with them. Hale points out that if the interviewers had gone about their questioning differently, they may have been able to find that men have fears as well, and either don’t feel comfortable expressing them to an interviewer, or call them something other than “fears.” To these ends, Hale gives many examples of sample questions, the limitations of each, and his suggested questions for gaining a particular piece of information. 


Hale identifies three main groups that literature on fear seems to focus on: women, the elderly, and the poor. Many studies point out the seeming contradictions in the fact that those three groups are victimized the least, yet have the highest occurrence of fear, while young men have the highest victimization, yet display the least amount of fear. He explains that the fears of people in these groups are not as irrational as is apparent, or as many studies have identified them as being. Hale also discusses literature linking fear to media, to actual victimization, and to local neighborhood conditions. He identifies four psychological factors which provide a possible background for the existence of fear: attractivity (how much do people see themselves as an attractive target), evil intent (the extent to which negative traits are attributed to a person or group), power factor (a sense of personal control), and criminalizable space (the perception of ease of criminal activity in terms of time, place, and presence of others). Hale ends with four broad conclusions and suggestions for reducing fear. He states that the realm of literature on fear has been limited by its methodology and theoretical framework, and recommends a triangulation of methods, incorporating surveys currently used with ethnographies, personal stories and group and individual interviews.


Anthropologist Hall states that the central theme of The Hidden Dimension is social and personal space and man's perception of it. Hall talks about changes in the modern world affecting our sense of relatedness to each other. Published in 1966, I can only imagine that Hall’s theories are amplified now in an even more modern world. Because of this sense of loss of the old ways in which ones negotiates through life, Hall suggests that we need to develop new strategies. The author talks about the use of space, and especially social space, in our attempts to organize and make sense of our changing world.  Hall looks at social organization among animals and in animals in crowded conditions, he examines different aspects of space, at, and he also compares cultural use of space cross-culturally.

In The Silent Language, Hall analyzes the many aspects of non-verbal communication and considers the concepts of space and time as tools for transmission of messages. He explores the cross-cultural context of communication and learning, and how people from different cultures communicate to each other without the use of words. Hall emphasizes that we don’t see things we take for granted, which is a common theme in my anthropology training, which means that there is a lot of meaning in the things we don’t think about, and it’s those things we need to look for and critique. Hall’s use of other culture’s communication is an attempt to get readers to realize the different ways that communication without words can happen.

Trust and the Cab Driver by Henslin discusses the need to examine fleeting relationships, and sets up a very useful description of a system by which cab drivers determine whether or not to trust their (potential) passengers. He explains that a system to categorize the trustworthiness of a passenger is necessary because of the danger o cab drivers being mistreated by their passengers. Interestingly, Henslin points out that the actual trustworthiness of a potential passenger is irrelevant. The important point is whether or not the driver trusts the person. Once the driver believes the person can be trusted, that is when they can have a relationship of passenger and driver.


The key to this trust is, as Henslin says, “check the fit” between potential passenger’s presentation of self, and the driver’s assessment of the validity of that presentation. If a person attempts to define him/herself as a passenger and data (such as pick up and drop off location, and physical appearance of the person) agrees with the definition, then the level of trust is high. If the data observed by the driver does not support the definition of the person as a passenger, then the trust is low. Henslin identified several areas the affect levels of trust that I will be able to apply to people on commuter trains. One is “trackability,” defined by Henslin as the ability to locate the person if necessary. A “regular” passenger has trackability to those who know which stop and which train and which car of the train to find the person on, and therefore is more trustworthy. Daytime and presence of others also increased trust levels because of being able to see a potential passenger better and presumably because the presence of witness might be a deterrent to a person considering mistreatment of another. Age, sobriety, official uniforms, and posture of passengers were all ways for cab drivers to determine trust, which I think would be used on trains as well.


Hunt places Birdwhistell’s book, Kinesics and Context, in context by briefly covering the work of Victorians Tylor and Darwin. Hunt explains that Tylor described language as a social behavior and Darwin focused more on emotional displays. Through the use of technology (in the 1970s), Birdwhistell was able to use video and slow motion video to capture daily patterns of behavior and evaluate them in a cultural context. He finds connections between actions and speech as well. Birdwhistell compares the cultures of different regions and finds that certain behaviors are not more closely related to man’s biology in some geographical areas than others – that they are indeed a product of society. This review suggests that if I read Birdwhistell’s book, I may find more information to explain questions I have in my own study, such as whether certain behaviors on trains tend to cause anxiety in others, and if certain behaviors can help diffuse potentially anxious situations.


Deep in the Blood of Time, by Hutchinson, points directly to classism as the source of negative stereotypes of people on trains. Using Los Angeles as his main example, Hutchinson examines the myth of this western city as one in which public transportation will never be a major part of the city because people in LA want to drive their cars. Trains and busses have been used in Los Angeles since the early days of the city, but are forgotten and ignored in the social dialogue to the point where most people don’t think of public transportation as the viable resource that it is. The author believes that public transportation is consistently relegated to a service to the poor and minority classes of the city. A sense has been created that it is a step away from the negative effects of those classes if one can drive a car rather than use the train. He also says that modern efforts to revive use of the trains is forcing passengers to face the diversity in the city because trains cut through neighborhoods that are usually behind the scenes of daily life. Train tracks aren’t separated from neighborhoods by high walls the way highways are. “Trains allow no such cyborgian displacement,” Hutchinson says. He also describes the voyeurism of riders on trains, giving the example of riding through one particularly poor neighborhood which actually resulted in a “hush” among passengers as they stared at the sagging clotheslines, parked cars and residents lounging on porches. Hutchinson, like several other authors, examines the concepts of public and private space. 

I-205


Ibarra’s focus is on policing a multicultural state, in “Contacts with Police: Patterns and Meanings in a Multicultural Realm.” He points out that many people have discussed “multicultural societies” and put emphasis on the first word in the phrase and ignored the second word of the phrase, leading people to believe that “society” is a common concept to all, and that problems in diverse groups is simply a function of people being different from one another. Ibarra gives a brief ethnography based on participant observation while he lived in two suburban communities of Hollywood, CA. Both are poor communities, but one is more homogenous with a strong Central American community and Spanish being the common language spoken in private and public life. The other community has no dominant cultural group and most are monolingual, so interaction between neighbors is minimal and suspicions are high. Ibarra points out how police logs cannot show what’s really going on in the community and that the only way to know this is to live in the community and gain local knowledge. (He cites Merry here)


Some of the strategies for dealing with fears in the more homogenous community that Ibarra examines are the use of social networks to “vouch” for each other, or to spread information (gossip) about others. They also have a stronger sense of community and note that even though young men are committing violent acts, it is against outsiders of the community, and therefore locals can feel safe. They also shape their perspective so that they feel they have it good. Even though the police aren’t effective in their community, they state that they are glad the police there aren’t as bad as the ones in Central America. A coping strategy in the heterogeneous community is that people state where they live to be nearby neighborhoods that they feel more connected to, in effect extending the zone of those communities. Without interaction between these different cultural groups in the same community (for things such as child care), there is no opportunity to develop a unified sense of community. Language is the key, says Ibarra, for bringing groups together and permitting the communication necessary to quell each others fears.


Jackson’s intent is to critique the unnecessary shortcomings of social studies of public fear. Too often, Jackson claims, survey research asks whether or not people have fear and why, but rarely do they examine what fear means in context. Significantly, he points out that people are more concerned with the implications than the behaviors or trends that are often identified in “fear of crime” and “fear of victimization” studies. Jackson believes that while people are indeed afraid of crime, it is because the presence of, or increase of, crime indicates a breakdown of authoritative control, and a sign of the potential inability for authorities to protect that individual if necessary. Fears are often expressed when the crimes are not very harmful or threatening to an individual, and Jackson believes the fear expressed is in reaction to a perceived trend of declining lawfulness. In a footnote, he casually mentions that older individuals have a statistically higher rate of fear, but does not link it to his statements. It seems to me that older individuals would have a greater sense of changes occurring in social behavior. This may at last be one clue to why elderly have such a great fear of victimization when they are least likely to be victimized. 


Jackson pays a lot of attention to trends, which I believe is a valid focus. He notes that rises in incivility are predictors of increases in crimes, which is supportive of the claim made by Seabright. Perceived rises in instances of instability are also something which causes fear in others, and he links this to a perceived erosion of standards and values. Again, I see a link to the elderly who have fear. If trends such as these indicate a loss of values important to them, in a way, a loss of a way of life, then I can also understand that their fear may be an emotional expression of grieving the loss. Another interesting angle is that Jackson says the presence of the community itself signifies crime (again supporting Seabright), and any disorder (i.e. crime, incivility, deviance) signifies a loss of control by authorities. 


Once more I am reminded that I want to more closely examine the claim that young men, while most at risk, are least likely to be afraid. I am not satisfied with this statement, and wish to explore further before I give up to it! Though he doesn’t examine my question directly, Jackson explains that the first stage necessary to feel fear is to understand one’s vulnerability. I believe this stage would be the most difficult for an American man to deal with, and therefore he may avoid it. Other ways to express fear are listed in the article to include “constrained behavior, community or political activism, compensatory defensive actions, and avoidance behavior.” Finally, Jackson examines what he calls “expressive fear” which is a reflection of social attitudes of people. For example, men who are dissatisfied with immigration policies will have a higher likelihood of feeling unsafe, and young women who are concerned about availability of pornography will also be more likely to feel unsafe.


Jacobs’ book The Death and Life of Great American Cities is a complaint about city development plans that were current when the book was written (1961). Jacobs says that while city planners seem to assume that diverse populations and small-scale property and business owners are what makes a neighborhood a slum, she feels that these things are what makes a neighborhood self-generating and vibrant. She compares Boston’s North End and Greenwich Village, among others, and states that any large city would have its own examples. Jacob claims to offer an action plan for bringing life to cities in America, and she does make good suggestions, but spends a distracting amount of time explaining why things are so bad in their current state, to the point of repeating her argument needlessly.


Jacobs states, "If we are to maintain a city society that can diagnose and keep abreast of deeper social problems, the starting point must be, in any case, to strengthen whatever workable forces for maintaining safety and civilization do exist” (p. 32). Jacobs lists her ideas for how to build a better city. For example, sidewalks, she says, need to be designed to create a safety zone by bringing strangers together. This can be done by clearly demarcating public and private spaces, arranging spaces around the sidewalk so that there are “eyes on it,” and finally to have people on the sidewalk because these people will monitor each other through what she calls the “web of reputation, gossip, approval, disapproval and sanctions, all of which are powerful” (p. 35). Public peace, she says, is kept by an intricate, almost unconscious, network of voluntary controls and standards among the people themselves, and enforced by the people themselves. In fact, self-policing (in a sense reminiscent of Foucault) is one of her main themes of what makes a city safe. She believes that rather than rely on police, the most effective means of making safe environments is to make it possible for people to monitor each other.


Jacobs remains critical throughout the book and hasn’t much good to say about public transportation either. She says if we had all begun using public transportation in the beginning rather than automobiles, we would still have all the same problems with dull, lifeless city centers that fall into disrepair and attract crime. The way to deal with automobiles or any sort of transportation in a city center is to push it out through attrition: widen sidewalks and make streets narrower, encourage pedestrians to walk in the street, and eventually people will choose to leave their autos at home. Her consistent idea is that it is a multiplicity of human eyes with gazes crisscrossing that will keep societies running smoothly. Vehicles of any kind inhibit this. Though her ideas would not be widely supported today, she does make a point commonly made by city planners to day in the realm of public transportation: the more people choose to use public transportation, the more new drivers will show up on the highways. In other words, public transportation isn’t an answer to gridlock.


In The effects of attitude and personality traits on mode choice, Johansson et al. hypothesize that differences in people’s attitudes and personality traits lead them to attribute varying importance to environmental considerations, safety, comfort, convenience and flexibility. Differences in personality traits can be revealed not only in the individuals’ choice of transport, but also in other actions of their everyday lives—such as how much they recycle, whether they take precautions or avoid dangerous pursuits. The authors study a group of Swedish commuters by attempting to identify their various attitudes and personality traits and then link those to their preferred choice of travel – their mode choice. What the authors call “attitudes” cause people to lean toward things like flexibility, comfort, and environmentally conscious actions. They show that there are factors other than price that affect an individual’s mode choice. The study was designed to help designers of public transportation, but for me it will be most useful in identifying what sorts of things make a ride more pleasurable for some passengers.

In A Transactional Approach to Social Anxiety and the Genesis of Interpersonal Closeness: Self, Partner and Social Context authors Kashdan and Wenzel address the question of whether perceived closeness between strangers differs as a function of dyad characteristics (i.e., self and partner levels of social anxiety) and social context. They looked at two kinds of interactions: a 45-minute personal interview, and brief exchanges, called “small talk.” In the longer interview, they found perceived closeness was greatest when the most socially anxious individuals interacted with each other. In the small-talk condition, perceived closeness was greatest when the least socially anxious individuals interacted with each other. Across conditions, partners with substantial differences in social anxiety (i.e., mixed dyads) reported relatively less closeness than partners with similar levels of social anxiety. They also found that anxieties did not seem to be related to physical attractions between people or to depressive tendencies. They conclude that neglecting certain aspects of interaction, partners, and social situational factors may lead to spurious conclusions in understanding interpersonal outcomes related to social anxiety. Kashan and Wenzel also find, as does Fleetwood, that behaviors and anxieties are not consistent across situations – that the situation lends itself to certain behaviors.

In Exploiting Familiar Strangers: creating a community content distribution network by co-located individuals, Lawrence, et. al. discuss the fact that while cities are apparently places of anonymity, there are many relationships like Milgram’s familiar strangers, in which the serendipitous contact between neighbors and passers-by can be relationships of importance. The authors cite Jacobs, who says that casual public contact elicits a sense of identity, trust and respect within a community. They feel that the familiar stranger concept is location dependent, and so they refer to it as co-location (similar to Goffman’s concept of copresence). Co-location, they claim, is dependent on an almost subconscious awareness of regular sightings or interactions with other people in a given environment. They break these relationships into three categories: “1) casual or random encounters, 2) co-location encounters that represent familiar strangers, and 3) conventional or social network encounters.”


Continuing their work on social networks, Lawrence, et. al. focus here on the value what they call “weaker” relationships, similar to Granovetter’s “weak ties” concept. They point to the high number of weak social relationships that many people maintain in their lives which have a strong spatial-temporal component but do not have support systems like stronger relationships do. The authors examine weak relationships that are formed due to co-location, that is, people known to each other merely because they are often in the same place at the same time. They apply a set of mathematical equations to information collected by Bluetooth-enabled mobile phones to determine criteria of what constitutes co-location. They feel that the community definitions they come up with are expected to be useful in identifying informal social networks within corporate or urban environments and the means by which information is disseminated through these networks.


In Communities of Collocation, Lawrence, et al. conduct a study with a goal similar to Intel’s Familiar Stranger project in Berkeley. The authors examine temporal aspects of a city and periodic, incidental encounters between urban dwellers. They note that cities tend to be a place where “no one knows your name,” but that the mass of people provides many opportunities to meet others. Public transportation used by many commuters creates friendships between people who are not necessarily neighbors. This has the effect of decreasing individual awareness and loyalty to local neighborhood issues, but increases their desire to promote “familiar stranger” relationships. Though rush hour commutes appear chaotic, the authors point out that urban inhabitants possess strong temporal, spatial and intentional patterns. Using modern technology like that in the Intel Familiar Stranger project, knowledge can be gained about the dynamics of these new types of communities which might be used to help build more communities, improve community awareness and promote further social interactions. This experiment builds on Paulos’ but expands its capabilities by allowing members with special devices to be able to send messages to each other when collocated.


McGrory is a writer for the Boston Globe who regularly covers issues on the T, the subway and train network in Boston. This article, Courtesy Call, asks the question “Can there be courtesy on the T?” As a social experiment, he took a pregnant friend on the train with him, to see if people would give up their seats for her, or offer her help in some way. He found (as is consistent with Goffman’s concept of “civil inattention”) that most people continued reading their papers, averted their eyes, or looked at the pregnant woman and did not appear to react. As a result of the article that resulted from this experience, state secretary of transportation, John Cagliano, began a Courtesy Counts campaign. The program has three parts, the first of which is aimed at T staff and used brochures and posters to tell them that they are the “face of the T” and need to set an example for others.  Part two is aimed at passengers, of course, in the form of placards suggesting ways of being more courteous to fellow passengers. Part three is aimed at the passengers who need a little extra motivation: undercover T employees began handing out Dunkin Donuts gift cards to passengers seen being courteous to others on T property. The article gives me a couple of good contact points (McGrory and the Dept. of Transportation), and some examples of what sort of behavior is encouraged among strangers on the train.

Merry is the author of Urban Danger: Life in a Neighborhood of Strangers deals with the issue of urban crime by closely examining the meaning of behaviors and assumption of institutions and the relationship between the two. Merry says that with so many methods evident for protecting oneself from crime (such as locks, carrying mace, learning karate) that it may appear that fear and how to deal with it are universal. However, fear is experienced differently by different people in different places. Merry’s fieldwork enabled her to examine fear in an American city across cultural boundaries, and found substantially different experiences of victimization from her informants, which included members of a Chinese community, young black people, a Syrian businessman, and others. She takes a look at what groups have been socially identified as “dangerous” in history, and at how foreigners are often tagged as different and therefore “dangerous.” 

Merry finds that fear of crime is not tied to actual crime rates or personal history, and concludes that it has a significant psychological aspect. She concludes the psychological costs of crime will not be diminished if the actual instances of crime are reduced. Merry also brings to light an important point about unfamiliarity breeding fear. Her examples are that people who don’t use mass transit consider it more dangerous than people who do and Merry herself became comfortable in Dover Square streets, even at night, when before and after her field work she felt anxiety about being there. She says personal reactions to crime have 3 components – cognitive, emotional and behavioral. She terms the cognitive component danger, and described it as a judgment hat a situation contains personal risks based on environmental cues and past experience, and are learned, shared and shaped over time as personal judgment changes. Emotional is feelings about danger, behavior is of course, what actions are taken when on feels danger.


Merry also brings up a phenomenon which is called “racialization” by others, I which component of crime includes a description of race. When crimes of a certain types may be committed by a higher percentage of people of a certain race, many people may tend to erroneously assume all (or most ) people of that race commonly engage in that criminal behavior. In Dover Square, there aren’t opportunities to build multi-ethnic ties because there are very few institutionalized group which involve more than one ethnic group. The Catholic Church, a tenant association, and a street gang are rare exceptions (p. 118).


Milgram’s book The Individual in a Social World: Essays and Experiments is cited repeatedly by the other papers and articles I have reviewed. It will undoubtedly offer insights that are directly related to the work I intend to do.


Behind the People Behind the Wheel is Mindlin’s article about taxi drivers in New York City. This article reveals several social aspects of transportation that I had neglected to notice: namely the tight social bonds formed by those in the industry, and the numerous satellite businesses which emerge to fill the particular needs of taxi drivers. I could take these ideas and apply them to trains in Boston – what bonding occurs with employees of the MBTA and what businesses, groups, or services cater to their needs? This article describes many anchored relationships found between the taxi drivers and the people in their business worlds.

In Getting Out of Gridlock, Montavalli looks at efforts to manage the press of vehicles on highways. Despite the well-intentioned plan of increasing public transportation to get people to leave their cars at home, Montavalli says that studies consistently show that when highways become less dense, new people, who had previously been commuting through other means because of the awful traffic, immediately fill the gaps. Ultimately, public transportation (trains, subways and busses) only amount to 2% of commuting nationwide – lower than the combined total of bikes and walking! Despite the low numbers, ridership does appear to be increasing in published reports that Montavalli cites. However, I am not ready to accept these low statistics yet because of many claims that the opposite is occurring. Portland, Oregon’s expanding transit system, MAX, is cited as a positive example of an innovative public transit plan, as well as Syndey, Australia’s public ferry system. I could also examine any research done on the extensive public ferry systems of the Seattle area, and British Columbia. Montavalli says that we are a “nation of solitary travelers” and that public transit is not compatible with this ideal (he thinks like Putnam, 2000). Gridlock will have to be dealt with by other means, such as increasing tolls on highways, which has proven to decrease traffic in the past. Increased tolls during rush hour resulted in one very interesting reaction in which San Francisco commuters parked outside the city and piled into cars – often with complete strangers – in order to split the costs to cross the bridge. 

Morrill, Snow & White, editors of Together Alone: Personal relationships in public places divide the book into three parts: 1) fleeting relationships, 2) anchored relationships, and 3) maintaining relations. The book begins with the editors’ brief literature review and problem statement which discusses the need for more discussion of relationships in public places. They dispute the claim (most notably by Putnam) that modern people have lost their communities due to the nature of our busy lives which keep us insolated from our neighbors. The editors pull in nine essays which are contributions from their students at an Arizona university. The contributing authors discuss locales such as city streets, bus stops, parking lots, bars, retail establishments, and discussion groups, to examine the nature of personal relationships conducted in public spaces. The authors throughout the book reveal the diversity and type of regular negotiations in public spaces and reveal how these social ties blend characteristics of permanence and temporariness, of emotional closeness and distance, of being together and alone. Their methodology includes participant observation for the most part, and people worked both individually and in teams of participant observers, and they discuss the pros and cons of their methods as well.

Throughout this book I found many helpful perspectives that applied to my work. In many cases their findings were familiar to me, based on what I have found. In many cases, what they found does not seem important in the community I’m examining, but I didn’t see a problem with this because my community is so different from all of theirs. The main difference is that my train community is always moving, and several authors talked about how public places are tied to a geographic location. I realize that I must emphasize the train as a public space, not a public place, which is important. The book also helped me define the terms of familiar strangers and fleeting relationships, and helped me see the important distinction of anchored relationships, which actually mimic traditional personal and intimate relationships, but only exist in the context of one place, and do not carry outside of that place. This is an extremely important concept for me, and will help me point out the powerful types of relationships I find on the trains.

An experiment was conducted by O'Neal, Levine, and Frank in the late 1970s by using postcards containing a message either high or low in importance, and either favorable or unfavorable for the recipient. These postcards were individually “lost” in the public transportation systems of Paris, Madrid, London, Geneva, and Frankfurt. This is similar to a “lost letter” experiment done by Milgram, and also by Deaux, whose methods were critiqued by Rosen and Tessner. More postcards were returned when the message was favorable than when it was unfavorable, but only in the high importance conditions. In Reluctance to Transmit Bad new When the Recipient is unknown: Experiments in Five Nations, they describe their findings in terms of Rosen and Tesser’s (1970) reluctance to hear bad news (MUM) effect. Cards contained a fictitious message that stated an appliance company had either over- or undercharged a client by either $100 or $3. Little evidence was found to support the MUM effect’s claims. Possible reasons for this included that people who did return the cards may have felt that it was good to return the bad news quickly, because a delay may have made the situation worse. This experiment is relevant to the discussion of courtesy on public transportation (most cards were “lost” on busses and subways). It would also be good to examine what sorts of things people are uncomfortable speaking up about to strangers – relevant in urban settings. My research indicates that in public settings, an attempt is made to simulate privacy, and that any acknowledgement that one has noticed someone else’s business is to be avoided. At a certain point, however, relationships become more important, and it’s at that point that attention becomes an obligation as it would in other traditional relationships. 

The Familiar Stranger: Anxiety, Comfort and Play in Public Places was a presentation at CHI 2004. CHI is the premier international Conference for Human-computer Interaction. Paulos and Goodman look at social interaction in our daily lives within physical spaces. They explain that we each formulate our own personal meaning of place using a myriad of observable cues such as public-private, large-small, daytime-nighttime, loud-quiet, and crowded-empty. Not surprisingly, it is the people with which we share such spaces that dominate our perception of place. Sometimes these people are friends, family and colleagues. More often, and particularly in public urban spaces we inhabit, the individuals who affect us are ones that we repeatedly observe and yet do not directly interact with - our Familiar Strangers. They take the term “familiar strangers” from Stanley Milgram. Their Intel Corporation-supported research used a small wireless device and a mobile phone based application which helped them to explore the familiar strangers concept among a group of train commuters.  They call the familiar stranger relationship “delicate, yet important.” I think a more thorough examination of this project (including the website, which I have yet to review) will add to the theories touched upon several times in which the claim is made that our social, public interactions with people we see all the time but don’t know (familiar strangers) satisfy some human emotional need. Their work presents data which directly shows that the knowledge that a familiar stranger is nearby is comforting to people in an uncomfortable setting.

A limitation of Paulos and Goodman’s project, however, is that the authors strictly examine Milgram’s concept of the familiar stranger, which requires that no communication ever occurs between the individuals. I believe there are at least two levels of relationships that move beyond this, which are critical to social relationships in an urban setting. First, there are strangers with whom individuals regularly exchange “pleasantries,” only in the familiar setting of public transportation, and yet never to the point of developing a typical friendship, including the absence of exchanging names. Next, there are people who become like friends, and have relationships that may in rare occasions extend beyond the original public space of interaction, but do not overlap into individuals’ personal realms. For example, a group of people who know each other due to waiting on the same train platform may plan a holiday dinner at a restaurant near the train stop.


Rader’s paper titled The Threat of Victimization: a theoretical reconceptualization of fear of crime attempts to reorganize the way fear is studied. The author says that past studies have looked at two aspects of the fear of crime: perceived risk and constrained behaviors. I agree with Rader’s conclusion that fear of crime should instead be looked at via three aspects of “threat of victimization:” perceived risk, constrained behaviors, and fear of crime itself as one aspect. She feels that these three concerns are involved in a complex reciprocal relationship with each other. She argues also that there are different reactions to a threat of victimization, an emotive response, a cognitive response, and a behavioral response.

In A Waist of Time, Richards notes the recent upgrade of Chicago Transit Authority’s commuter trains to include wider seats to accommodate commuters’ widening bodies. Chicago seats are now 18 inches wide, up from their original 16-inch wide seats in 1949. Boston’s MBTA trains are currently at 16 inches, Richards complains. But before anyone takes his complaint too seriously, the author begs for more timely trains and trains in good repair before he would want wider seats. This article is partially written in light humor, but it’s important for two main reasons. First, it highlights common complaints that commuters have with Boston’s trains. The way the author presents them is as though readers will be able to commiserate (and, being a commuter myself, I did relate easily to his remarks). Secondly, the end of the article mentioned that Richards is a co-author of a website (badtransit.com) specifically set up for comments and complaints about Boston’s trains. It should prove to be a valuable resource throughout my work on commuter trains. 


Richards also hosts a blog site titled “Bad Transit,” which is a forum for airing complaints about using Boston’s trains. This site is a regularly maintained daily blog which highlights issues of concern to passengers. Different than Stops & Starts Blog, this site is clearly a place to air grievances, and is highly critical of the MBTA. Easily navigable entries are catalogued through 2002, and also listed by category. A recent article ridicules the “See Something Say Something” campaign (well known to commuters) because of what is believed to be a management and morale problem among transit police.  

Rogers explains in Georg Simmel’s Concept of the Stranger and Intercultural Communication that the stranger, defined by Simmel as an individual who is a member of a system but who is not strongly attached to the system, influenced (1) such important concepts as social distance, the marginal man, heterophily, and cosmopoliteness, (2) the value on objectivity in social science research, and (3) to a certain extent, the specialty field of intercultural communication. 

Rosenbloom writes In Certain Circles, Two Is a Crowd and brings up issues of proxemics, social and private space, and issues among strangers. Like Barth, in Balinese Worlds she says that people are driven to create a sense of personal space because they are becoming more and more crowded. She suggests that people will hold a newspaper in front of their face to keep strangers away; they’ll avert their eye gaze, listen to their iPod, retreat to corners, and sit or stand equidistant from each other like birds on a wire. She also mentions that personal space is culturally defined. Americans in particular, she says, have a tendency to think they have a right to personal space, an idea borne of a culture that prizes independence and privacy. When these unwritten cultural rules are broken, such as when someone stands to close to have a conversation, others are quick to judge the deviant behavior. Another American cultural quirk is that people may be irritated to the point of feeling hostile, but they will rarely say to a person that they are standing too close.


Rosenbloom takes a pop culture look at the topic of proxemics – described in the article as “personal space – that invisible force field around your body.” She says the rapid population growth in the U.S. is making personal space a more critical topic. Personal space can be an auditory or olfactory intrusion or even being stared at. Of note is that Rosenbloom notes at least two level of reaction to an invasion of personal space: discomfort and hostility. One explanation for a reaction as dramatic as feeling hostile toward someone for standing too close is that it can be linked to cultural norms. In the U.S., where independence and privacy are culturally valued, our tolerance is quite low compared to other cultures, when someone is too close to us. The article also notes American’s reluctance to tell someone they’re in their personal space. A typical reaction to an invasion of personal space is for one to back up, angle one’s body, use a cell phone, turn up an iPod, and avert one’s gaze. In fact if one must stand close to another – such as on a crowded train, the appropriate way to overcome the implied intimacy is to avoid all eye contact.


The article concludes with a note that managing personal space in public isn’t easy because people don’t always want it. Being in a movie theater, at a dance club, or running a marathon are listed as public places where people want to be closer together. Management has to deal with proxemics still firmly in place. One trick is to dim the lights. “if the lights were suddenly flipped on in a crowded bar, every would spring back,” says the author. I think this is true. I also see the challenge posed in different contexts. I believe the bright fluorescent lights on trains make most people feel safer, even though the train may be packed with people.

Seabright writes in the third chapter of “The Company of Strangers” with the conviction of the evolutionary basis of our current habits of exchange. He begins with the premise (and some supportive information) that humans are inherently predisposed to violence – particularly to murder – because of competition for resources. Considering this, Seabright finds it remarkable that humans trust each other as much as we do, enabling some of our complex capitalist societies to function so well. Trust among strangers is so stable among certain cultural groups that even when strangers do seriously violate trust, it does not upset the general impression that strangers can be trusted. Seabright identifies strangers among people not stereotypically given the negative stereotype associated with strangers. He asks why do lenders and borrowers trust each other, or for that matter venders and customers, taxi drivers and passengers, and washing machine repairmen in uniforms and residents answering their knocks at the door?  His answer is that a genetic tendency to spontaneously reciprocate was naturally selected for in human evolution, as well as a tendency to respond to unkindness with revenge.


I am not firmly convinced of his evolutionary arguments, but I believe a few of his points are good to consider: namely, why DO we trust each other so much? Seabright notes the motivations for relatives and for those who expect to see each other again to reward each other by fulfilling expectations and engaging in reciprocity. However, he finds that exchange between complete strangers who are almost certain to never meet again, also have a high rate of reciprocity between them. I am interested in Seabright’s points which seem to support Mauss’ premise that exchange binds social groups together. Seabright notes the function of the courts to this end, and also that exchange is not bilateral, but requires consideration of the entire trust network connected to each person involved in an exchange. For example, if I trust you, it means I also trust every single person you could come into contact with until your end of the exchange has been completed. Also, he says that “friendly strangers” are those who can successfully mimic the behaviors of our own friends, and thus gain more of our trust through that association. And finally, Seabright brings up his belief that due to the complex interactions of many modern societies, traditional ideas that our most important connections are with people we have strong relationship with, are incompatible with our needs. Fleeting relationships with strangers become even more valuable than close friends in some situations, and that is why we continue to cultivate our ability to connect with them.


Sheremata writes in Strife in the bus lane about the rise in crime on subways in Alberta, Canada. In particular, the city of Edmonton is experiencing serious, frequent violent crime by gangs of youths who prey on passengers. The transit authority police are ineffectual and worried about what to do about the problem. Gang members are convinced that they can overpower transit police, or best them with homemade weapons, and they also know that they can attack someone and leave the scene before local police have time to show up. This is the only article I found in which the worst-case scenario actually seems to be occurring. In other words, this story describes violent victimization and lack of control that are usually what people are afraid of, but not what I have found evidence of. Either the stories of this high level of violence are not reported when they happen, or the Edmonton case is an anomaly, or it has been exaggerated. The main story told was that of a young couple who was attacked for calling a gang “bullies” after witnessing them punch a man. The couple was viciously pummeled and the woman, who was pregnant, lost her baby. I think if something like this happened on a Boston line, it could cause public panic and would drastically affect levels of fear among passengers, and would likely cause a dramatic drop in ridership. I don’t have a good idea of what kind of violence really does happen on Boston trains, and how often it occurs. During March 2007, there were two unrelated murders at South Station – one right outside and on one a train as it arrived. It is unfortunate for my work that I wasn’t able to get a sense from riders about how this affected their train experience, since my fellow passengers don’t go to South Station. I imagine that if I heard someone was murdered at North Station as they got off the Fitchburg train, I wouldn’t care all that much. I rarely go to North Station, and feel that things like that just happen in the city, which is one reason why I don’t like being in the city. I think it is also important to examine the roles played by transit police and other police. 


Simmel’s essay “The Stranger” is illuminative in painting the portrait of a stranger as part of the group who calls him an outsider. It’s a fascinating concept, but now that I understand it, I feel it must be true: in order to know how we are part of a group, we need to know who doesn’t fit in the group. That person is the stranger. But the stranger can’t be too different, or the description of him wouldn’t be relevant to us. So a stranger has to be someone who hangs right on the edge of the boundaries of how we define our group. Consequently, a stranger must also be one who travels between groups. That leads to the point which Simmel presses over and over, that strangers are boundary-crossers. Strangers are both insiders and outsiders, remote and near. This boundary crossing requires that strangers have a quality of mobility. I think this point of view could be very applicable with people on trains, because they are constantly moving with the train, from work to home, between cars, etc. 


We all have qualities that could link us with one group or another, some bigger and some smaller. We could all belong to successively larger groups depending upon successively generalized shared group qualities, so that really, the whole human race could be considered one group. Simmel asks, and it is an important question: What makes us draw the boundaries where we do, so that some people are included, and the rest are excluded? A consequence of only sharing general features with a stranger leads us to look at what features we do not share, and then to discover that all strangers share this feature. We do not think of strangers as individuals, but as members of a large homogenous group which share alien qualities. These points lead me to better understand why a stranger must be an enemy, because if he is so much like us, there is danger of us becoming like him. It makes sense to always be on guard against a stranger, and even to disparage strangers, in order to keep a clear boundary between us.


“Tasty Research” is a blog written by an unidentified Master’s student at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. This student reviews a study done in New York similar to the Familiar Stranger experiment done in Berkeley by Intel (Paulos). The insights and reader comments include personal stories which add further depth to the study, and also indicate that the topic is of interest to some members of the public. I would like to find reasons for why the “familiar strangers” topic appeals to some people. I suspect it is because this resonates with them, and I want to find out why. The author repeats a great example (from Goffman, but not cited) of how a person may be someone seen daily on a commute, but considered a stranger. However, if that same stranger is recognized on a street in Rome, he or she will likely be treated as a friend, based on the shared history and experience.


Trust Your Instincts… 


Wallace, et. al. questioned twenty-six dyads of strangers who were either in agreement or not in agreement but tasked to work in cooperation. The authors ask, “What happens when persons who are temporarily bound together in the completion of a cooperative task discover that they are in extreme disagreement on a basic value?” I feel that this same circumstance is what happens when strangers are together on a train, tasked with cooperatively sharing a ride; sometimes passengers together disagree strongly on how that ride should be shared. For example, one believes that it’s appropriate to talk loudly on their cell phone, while another person believes that cell phone usage on the train is the ultimate rude behavior. 


In Wallace, et. al.’s work, no consensus was necessary between those who disagreed, but they found that a wide range of negative response styles was displayed. They claim their work has “implications for the development of nonthreatening ways to mitigate strong value differences.” They examine closely the subtle cues perceived and given off by strangers who pay attention to each other in what may be natural adaptive strategies, and concluded that these behaviors are dialectic: what one person does cannot be understood independently from what the other does. They found that the behaviors expressed and the way in which they are expressed is a function of whether or not the strangers are aware of their disagreement. People who agree tend to categorize each other as “nice,” and those who disagree tend to categorize each other as less open-minded. They found that the presence of negative emotions increases the amount of attention paid to each other, which affects impression formation.


Britain’s Conservative Vice President Sayeeda Warsi examines public transportation in Portland, Oregon in an attempt to gain ideas to improve public transit in the UK. Because of careful planning, she says, public transport use in Portland has gone up 65% in a decade, and bicycle use has gone up a whopping 250%. She states that an important motivating factor is the environmental benefits of using mass transit, and State government campaigns which offer incentives for people who use the train instead of their cars. Contrary to Jacob’s conclusions, Warsi states that “transport is the absolute bedrock of community development.”

Weitzer and Kubrin echo Rader’s argument that awareness of crime makes one more fearful, in Breaking News: how local TV news and real-world conditions affect fear of crime. They identify three factors that could affect levels of fear, (1) prior victimization, (2) racial composition of a neighborhood, and (3) amount of crime or disorder in a community. Their paper reminds me of Bernie Goetz, the “Subway Vigilante,” acquitted of the charge of attempted murder because of his self-defense plea. The incident involving Goetz occurred during the highest crime rate in US history, in the city with the highest crime rate in the US (NYC), and on a subway – well known in New York City as a place of frequent violent crimes. Goetz himself had been previously mugged, robbed and injured, so when he was approached by four black youths on a subway, his fear led him to draw his gun on them and fire. Weitzer and Kubrin would point out that all three of the factors they identified as related to levels of fear applied to Goetz. The authors critique previous methods of studying the relationship between media and fear of crime, finding that in looking at total numbers there is little support for the cultivation theory or the real-world theory. However, if one looks at these two theories according to race, they are supported in some races. They found that in black communities, and also in communities with high crime rates, there is support for the resonance theory. They found no support for substitution theories. 

Their means of gaining data on levels of fear was to ask the single question: “Would you be comfortable walking alone at night in this neighborhood.” The authors believe their measure of fear is valid, but agree that a definition of fear is not universal. I disagree that this single query is a good way to measure fear. As Hale clearly showed, and thoroughly supported, the concept of fear is so complicated in the understanding of it as well as the expression of it, that the use of several methods together would be a better way of getting good data to answer Weitzer and Kubrin’s question. Their study was limited to one city, and they defensively claim that “there is no reason to believe that our city would produce unique results.” Again, I disagree, and feel that it is important for them to claim that their results are specific to one city and not necessarily universal. Their conclusion readdresses media, which was their primary concern, and claims that television coverage of crime is directly related to fear of crime.

Wilson and Kelling stirred up controversy with their article Broken Windows, in which they claim that restoring order in a community will increase the sense of safety for community members. Critics have mainly attacked the idea that aesthetic order will reduce crime rates, which wasn’t the key concept the authors were promoting. The main point of the article is to explain that peoples’ sense of safety is not directly related to crime rates or calls to local police. Wilson and Kelling posit that social order in a community makes people feel safer, and disorder makes them afraid of crime and victimization. This explains why, in a community they studied, people began to feel safer in one neighborhood where the crime rates had not gone down and had even gone up in some areas. Their feelings of safety were in response to an improved social order in daily life, and regular exposure to police officers who helped create this order. The authors explain what makes a community feel orderly, and thus safe: when people follow a system of unspoken social rules. Thereby even typically troublesome occupants are accepted if they follow the rules. In the community they studied for example, drunks and addicts were allowed to sit on public steps, but not to lie down. Bottles had to be in paper bags. Bothering people at bus stops was not allowed. Noisy teenagers were told to keep quiet. As long as these rules were followed, then vagrants, teenagers and drunks were tolerated. The people of the city “assign a high value to public order.” 

Important for my purposes is that the authors go on to link public disorder with crime, in what may be perceived as a “developmental sequence.” To support this claim they describe experiments with vandalism, and show that a community that links disorder to crime has a good reason for doing do. They show that when a vandalized car is left in an upscale community, it quickly becomes completely destroyed once “communal barriers – the sense of mutual regard and the obligations of civility – are lowered.” The experiments showed that otherwise law-abiding citizens will be compelled to engage in vandalism and small crimes like theft when there is visible physical evidence that people in the neighborhood don’t care They show that when people are not gaining satisfaction from their community, it becomes vulnerable to crime, and thus behave change their behavior to protect themselves (just as the Asian community studied by Merry stayed home to avoid victimization). Similarly, the authors address the oft-cited elderly, who seem to have a disproportionate fear of crime, compared to how often they are actually victimized. Wilson and Kelling suggest that others are not allowing that perhaps elderly citizens can be just as afraid of confrontation as they are of crime. To a defenseless person, they say, fear of conflict with an obstreperous teenager or a drunken panhandler can be indistinguishable from fear of conflict with a robber. They cite Susan Estrich who found that citizens in Boston public housing projects had more fear in neighborhoods of disorder and incivility, not those neighborhoods with the greatest crime rates. “In response to fear, people avoid one another,” they say. Suggestions the authors offer to address fears of disorder, include “relentless maintenance” of public transportation to bring them up to standards we expect on airplanes, for example, and above all, to “think that to maintain order in precarious situations is a vital job.

Wolff’s translated version of The Sociology of Georg Simmel.  
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